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In view of the lack of research examining children's subjective understanding of 
marital conflicts, the present study was designed to study children's causal and blame 
attribution of marital conflicts and the effects of such conflicts and attributions on their 
adjustment. Thirty mother-dyads were interviewed. They were asked to attribute the 
cause and blame for specific conflicts and administered a battery of standardized 
questionnaires. The results showed that children and mothers were more likely to 
attribute the cause and blame to fathers. Children's causal and blame attribution were 
related to content of the conflicts and their negative beliefs towards self and parents 
regarding conflicts. In addition, blame attribution was related to parent-child 
relationship. Children tended to report a lower level of marital conflicts than their 
mothers. Their subjective report of conflict frequency did not associate with levels of 
behavior problems. On the other hand, matemal adjustment consistently predict 
children's both externalizing and internalizing behavior. Fathers' verbal aggression 
towards mothers was associated with father-child relationship while the association with 
mother-child relationship was not significant. Based on the results, the implication in 
intervention for children exposed to marital conflicts was discussed. 
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Marital conflict is commonplace and characterizes nearly all families in present 
time. Marital conflict may exist in various forms, from slight arguments to the use of 
physical force. It is generally agreed that exposure to marital conflict has negative 
impact on children's adjustment. However, previous research paid little attention to 
children's understanding of the conflicts occurred between their parents. In view of 
the paucity of research in this area, the present study is designed specifically to study 
children's subjective understanding of conflicts occurred between parents, as well as the 
relationship between marital conflicts and their adjustment. 
Marital Conflicts and Children's Adjustment 
Children exposed to marital conflicts are more likely to exhibit externalized 
behavior problems (e.g., conduct disorder, aggression and delinquency), internalized 
behavior problems (e.g., depression and anxiety), lower social competence and 
cognitive competence (see Grych & Fincham, 1990; Cummings & Davies, 1994, for a 
review). On the other hand, not all children exposed to marital conflict develop 
emotional or behavior problems. Even when they do, they exhibit different types of 
problems to varying degree. Some conflicts tend to associate with more negative 
consequences. Conflicts that are more frequent, intense and child-related, are 
associated with a higher level of maladjustment in children (Johnston, Gonzalez, & 
Campbell, 1987; Porter & 0，Leary, 1980; Cummings, Zahn-Waxler, & Radke-Yarrow, 
1981 ； Cummings, Vogel, Cummings, & El-Sheikh, 1989). Children may have leamt 
maladpative behavior from their parents during conflicts. Children who have 
witnessed their fathers using physical aggression towards their mothers tend to be 
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passive or aggressive when facing interpersonal conflicts (Rosenberg, 1987). 
Rosenbaum and 0'Leary (1981) suggested that there was an intergenerational 
perpetuation of family violence. 
While a direct link between exposure to marital conflict and adjustment difficulties 
in children have been demonstrated, many of the earlier studies relied on mother's 
report on both marital conflicts and children's adjustment. In the 19 studies reviewed 
by Grych and Fincham (1990), only 3 studies involved children's report of marital 
discord. There is bias inherent in this approach. Mothers may underestimate the 
extent their children see or overheard interparental conflicts or overestimate the amount 
of exposure as they have different "definition" for marital conflicts from their children. 
The infrequent use of children's self-report tends to underemphasize the 
importance of children's subjective experience. As suggested in cognitive theory, it is 
not the situation itself, but people's construction of the situation, that affects people's 
emotions and behavior (Beck, 1964; Ellis, 1962). As a matter of fact, when studying 
the effect of a stressful event on children, it is more important and fruitful to consider 
children's interpretation of that event (Compas, 1987; Kagan, 1983). Using mothers' 
report as the major source of information tends to assume that parents' report is more 
accurate, or at least, as accurate as children's subjective report. This assumption is 
violated as Michaels, Messe and Stollak (1977) suggested that children perceive their 
environment in a way different from that of adults. Hence, it is unlikely to obtain an 
accurate portrait of children's perception from the mothers' perspective. Although 
children may have some distorted perception when encountering traumatic events 
(Arroyo & Eth, 1995), there are some evidence suggesting that children's subjective 
perception of interparental conflicts may be more important correlates of their 
adjustment than mothers' report (Grych, Seid, & Fincham, 1992; Cununings, Davies, 8c 
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Simpson, 1994). As a consequence, the present study is aimed at examining the 
association of children' s subjective perception of marital conflicts and their adjustment 
problems. In addition to the extent of exposure, we are also interested to know 
children's subjective appraisal of marital conflicts. There has been some effort in 
studying children's appraisal of and coping responses to simulated conflicts (e.g., 
Jenkins, Smith, & Graham, 1988; Grych & Fincham, 1993; Shifflett-Simpson & 
Cummings, 1996; Weston, Boxer & Heatherington，1998; Grych, 1998). But, 
children's perception of marital conflicts occurring in their families is largely unknown. 
The present study serves as a preliminary effort to investigate children's appraisal of the 
conflicts between their own parents. 
Theory Linking Marital Conflicts and Children's Adjustment 
Over the years, various theories have been proposed to account for the process 
through which marital conflicts affected children. Davies and Cummings (1994, 
1998) suggested that hostile and poorly resolved marital conflicts threaten children's 
emotional security, which influence their coping and perception of further conflicts. 
For example, children who are less secure tend to perceive more threat from parental 
conflicts and may try to intervene with the aim to end the conflicts. Among the others 
are theories that emphasize the role of children's cognitive processing of the conflicts 
occurred between their parents. According to Crockenberg and Forgays (1996), 
children's evaluation of the meaning of the conflicts to them mediates their knowledge 
of conflicts and their emotional reactions. Whether they perceive the conflicts as 
blocking their goal attainment or affecting their appraisal of the likelihood to attain the 
goal will exert an influence on their emotional reactions, which in tum affect their 
behavior and long-term adjustment. 
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Grych and Fincham (1990) proposed a cognitive-contextual model to explain 
the process through which children's interpretation of marital conflicts mediates the 
impact of such negative experiences. Children's cognitive appraisals of interparental 
conflicts affect their affective and behavioral responses which will likely modify the 
course of the conflict episode. Long-term adjustment problems will be resulted when 
the whole process repeats itself and maladaptive responses are maintained. In this 
model, the importance of children's cognitive appraisal of marital conflicts, especially 
the causal attribution and attribution ofblame and responsibility, is highlighted. They 
argued that the tendency to make certain types of appraisals contributed to the 
development of adjustment problems. For example, when children believe that they 
are responsible for interparental conflicts, they may end up with low self-esteem and 
depressed feelings. 
The Role of Attribution 
People usually try to make sense of the negative events they have experienced or 
are experiencing, especially when the negative events are of a chronic nature. Studies 
of children from divorced families found that those children often constructed beliefs 
about both the nature of parental divorce and their causal role in the divorce decision 
(Mendell, 1983 ； Tessman, 1978). In a similar fashion, when children are exposed to 
marital conflicts, they will attempt to understand and explain these negative and 
undesirable interactions between parents through the process of attribution. Li the first 
place, children will try to understand why the conflicts happened. The attribution of 
causality can be differentiated on various dimensions, such as locus, stability, globality, 
controllability and intentionality. Some children may think that their parents have 




may believe that fathers induced conflicts intentionally as fathers no longer love 
mothers. Still others may attribute the cause of conflicts to external reasons, such as 
work pressure or economic hardship. During the process, children may also ask 
themselves the question of who is responsible for the conflicts or who has done wrong 
in the event. Some may think that they are responsible for marital conflicts as parents 
argue over issues of child-discipline. Others may believe that mothers are wrong as 
they make unreasonable complaints. It is also likely that no one is regarded as 
responsible as the behavior and viewpoints of all parties involved arejustified. 
There are only a few studies to date which attempted to investigate the 
relationship between children's cognitive appraisal of interparental conflicts and their 
own adjustment. It has been found that self-blame and appraisal of threat to self and 
others are significantly related to children's adjustment and behavior problems 
(Cummings et al., 1994; Grych et al., 1992), but the mechanism is different by gender 
(Cummings et al., 1994). In addition, children's problematic belief about marital 
aggression, specifically the belief that they have to avoid peers after occurrence of 
violence in their family, is associated with greater adjustment problems for children 
(Rogers & Holmbeck, 1997). On the other hand, if children believe that they have a 
higher level of control over parental conflicts, they display a lower level of problem 
behaviors (Rossman & Rosenberg, 1992). These studies provide preliminary evidence 
for the existence of a link between children's appraisal and their adjustment, although 
the specific role of causal and responsibility attribution in affecting children's 
development ofbehavior problems is not clear. 
Studies ofhow children cope with maltreatment or divorce provide additional 
support for the importance of causal attribution in affecting children's adjustment 
(Herzberger, Potts, & Dillon, 1981 ； Herzberger & Tennen , 1986; Kurdek, 1986). It 
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has been shown that if children attribute the abuse to external circumstances which are 
beyond their parents' control, they tend to have more positive view ofthe family and 
cope better with the aftermath of the event (Herzberger, Potts, & Dillon, 1981). If 
children attribute the maltreatment to global and nonspecific environmental factors or 
blame their parents for most of their misfortune, they are more likely to engage in 
aggression against person or property in the future (Parke & Slaby, 1983). Based on 
these results and the preliminary findings from studies of children experiencing marital 
conflicts, it is hypothesized that attribution is related to adjustment. Different 
attributions will lead to different emotional and behavioral reaction, with some being 
more adaptive and some leading to more adjustment problems. Li particular, 
attributing negative events to internal, stable and global factors increases the negative 
impact (Bradbury & Fincham, 1990; Peterson & Seligman, 1984) and negative 
attributional style was found to be related to depression (Alloy, Clements, & Kolden, 
1985; Flett, Blankstein, & Kleinfeldt, 1991; Metalsky, Halberstadt, & Abramson, 1987). 
Negative attributional style is observed in depressed children as well (Seligman, et al., 
1984). Hence, it is speculated that an internal, stable and global attribution for marital 
conflict is related to increased level of adjustment problems, especially internalized 
behavior problems, while attribution that is less global and stable is more adaptive. 
The attribution ofblame and responsibility to oneself is shown to be an 
important correlate with maladjustment to parental separation. Healy, Stewart, & 
Copeland (1993) found that children who blamed themselves for parental separation 
had particular difficulties adjusting to the separation. They exhibited more 
internalizing and externalizing behavior problems, more psychological symptoms and 
perceived lower competence in self than those children who did not blame themselves. 
The difference persisted even after 18 months of parental separation. Self-blame is 
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related to a higher level of adjustment difficulties in girls following marital conflicts 
(Cummings et al., 1994). When children blame themselves for marital difficulties, 
they may feel guilty and held a negative perception of self. They may interfere into 
parental conflicts in an attempt to compensate for their wrongdoing and become more 
involved in parental discord. Grych and Fincham (1993) found that children in their 
study were more likely to intervene directly if they believed that they were to blame for 
parental conflicts. Hence, it is likely that if children blame themselves for parents' 
conflicts, they will experience more adjustment problems than those who do not blame 
themselves for parents' problems. If they blame both parents for the conflicts, they 
may feel ambivalent as the blame is incompatible with the positive feelings they have 
towards their parents. Or they will show more defiance as they hold more negative 
perception of their parents. As a consequence, if they attribute the blame for marital 
conflicts to people or things external to the family, they will likely experience fewer 
adjustment difficulties. 
Factors Affecting Children's Attribution 
Grych and Fincham (1993) found that children's attribution of cause, 
responsibility and blame was associated with intensity and content of the conflicts. 
Children are more likely to perceive the conflicts as their fault when the conflicts were 
more intense and child-related. Li addition to properties of conflicts, children's age 
and their parent's explanation for the conflicts may affect their attribution for the 
conflicts. Studies have shown that causal attribution tend to change with age. Young 
children at an egocentric level of cognition tend to interpret most events in relation to 
self as they are less capable oflooking for situational explanations or cues to assist them 
in interpreting the severity of a emotionally charged event (Covell & Abramovitch, 
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1987). They may have distorted concepts of the causality as their reasoning abilities 
have not been fully developed. It has been found that children below 8 years old tend 
to believe that they are the cause for parental divorce (Wallerstein 8c Kdly, 1980; 
Kurdek, 1986; Neal, 1983). It seems likely that developmental level, especially on the 
cognitive aspect, is an important mediator of children's appraisal of marital conflicts 
and their adjustment. 
At the same time, young children's attribution of negative event may be affected 
by parent's attribution as they are more likely to depend on adults for information 
regarding ambiguous situations. Arroyo and Eth (1995) reasoned that young children 
who were dependent on their mothers tended to be more strongly influenced by 
mothers' reaction following an assault on the mothers. Hence, mothers' perception 
and reaction to the marital conflicts likely exert important influence on children's 
appraisal of the events. This is especially true in Chinese families in view of the trend 
that mother-child relations are generally closer than father-child relations (Ho, 1986). 
Whether parents have provided explanation for the conflicts and nature ofthe 
explanations are important associates with children's appraisal. If children are given 
explanations which ascribe the blame to others, they will be less likely to blame 
themselves for marital conflicts than when no explanation has been given. This is 
supported by a study on children's appraisal of simulated marital conflicts (Grych & 
Fincham, 1993). 
The parent-child relationship may also affect children's attribution ofblame 
regarding marital conflicts. It has been suggested that children who have positive 
perception of parents are less likely to blame their parents for the conflicts (Grych & 
Fincham, 1990). As they lack in the ability to differentiate between positive and 
negative feelings, they may be confused by blaming the people with whom they had 
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developed close emotional bonding. They may then attribute the blame to others 
outside the family in order to preserve the positive view of their parents. The "self-
protection mechanism" has been observed in abused children and has allowed them to 
maintain a more positive or acceptable view of their parents (Wolfe, 1989). On the 
other hand, if children see one of the parents more favorably, they may be more inclined 
to blame the other parent, especially when similar view is held by the favorable parent. 
Moderating Effect ofParent-chiM Relationship and Matemal Stress 
Parent-child relationship has been proposed as important correlates of marital 
discord and adjustment in children. The effect of marital conflict on children may be 
expressed through deterioration of parent-child relationship (Harrist 8c Ainslie，1998; 
Jouriles, Barling, & 0'Leary, 1987; 0'Leary & Emery, 1984). As suggested in the 
theories of attachment (e.g., Bowlby, 1973), early parent-child relationship sets the 
stage for child's future development of relationships. When a child's early parent-
child relationship is marked by fear, inconsistency, and unmet physical and 
psychological needs, there is an increased likelihood for this child to exhibit behavioral 
and emotional problems and difficulties in peer relationship (e.g. Brassard, Germain, & 
Hart, 1987). The changes in parent-child relationship related to marital conflicts 
include increased parent-child aggression (Jouriles et al., 1987) and change in 
disciplinary practices (Emery, 1982; Cummings & Davies, 1994). These two changes 
have been shown to be related to children's behavior problems (e.g., Jouriles et al., 
1987; Wolfe, Jaffe, Wilson, & Zak, 1985; Patterson, 1977, 1986). On the other hand, 
positive parent-child relationship may buffer against the development of maladjustment 
in children (Burman, John, & Margolin, 1987; Harrist & Ainslie, 1998; Holden & 
Ritchie, 1991; Rossman, Bingham, & Emde, 1997; 0 ' Keefe, 1994). 
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In addition to parent-child relationship, the buffering effect of matemal 
adjustment has been well-documented in studies with children from violent families 
(Wolfe, Zak, Wilson, & Jaffe, 1986; Wolfe, Jaffe, Wilson, & Zak, 1985; Holden & 
Ritchie, 1991; Hughes, Parkinson, & Vargo, 1989). Battered women who display 
more unsuccessful coping responses are more likely to have children who display 
elevated levels of adjustment problems (Wolfe, Zak, Wilson, & Jaffe, 1986). Negative 
consequences are observed for these children probably because these women possess 
fewer positive feelings and fewer expressions of positive emotions (Yelsma, 1996). 
The effect of parent-child relationship and mother's psychological functioning over 
children's adjustment will be examined in this study as well. 
Purpose of the Present Study and Hypotheses 
In view of the lack of information concerning how children appraise conflicts 
between their parents, one of the purposes of this study is to explore children's 
attribution for marital conflicts. As in other studies, "marital conflict" in the present 
study is loosely defined as including both verbal and physical aggression. Children's 
causal and blame attribution for particular conflicts they have experienced and the 
factors associated with these attributions will be explored. Based on findings from a 
previous study (Grych & Fincham, 1993), it is hypothesized that children will be more 
likely to make internal attribution and blame themselves when content of the conflicts is 
related to them. On the other hand, if parents provide explanations for the conflicts, 
children are less likely to attribute the responsibility and blame to themselves. Jn order 
to examine children's subjective experience of the conflicts, their self-report will be 
used as the primary source of data, with mothers' report as corroborative source of 
information. It is hypothesized that children's subjective perception of parental 
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conflicts is more important in predicting their level of maladjustment than mothers' 
report. Furthermore, the role of causal and responsibility attribution ofmarital 
conflicts in affecting children's adjustment will be explored. It is hypothesized that 
causal attribution is related to adjustment. In particular, an internal, stable and global 
attribution is related to internalized behavior problems. At the same time, the 
attribution ofblame is hypothesized to be related to adjustment. An internal 
attribution ofblame is hypothesized to be related to more behavior problems than the 
absence of selfblame. Moreover, attributing the blame to nonfamily members is more 





Thirty mother-child dyads participated in this study. They were recruited 
from the community and family services centers. Social workers working in the 
family services center helped in recruiting, as well as screening, participants from 
their existing clientele. Participants from the community were recruited from 
community program and personal contact. Mothers were invited to participate in 
the study if they had children who are within 6-12 years of age and had martial 
conflicts with their spouses within the past 6 months. Marital conflicts here 
referred to the experience of discord between the couples leading to arguments, 
quarrels or even the use of physical force. The resulting sample thus represented a 
wide range of conflict experiences in terms of frequency and intensity. When the 
target mother had more than one child within the specified age range, the eldest one 
was invited to participate in this study. Potential participants were explained the 
objectives and methodology of the present study and were invited to participate on 
voluntary basis. About half of the potential participants recruited from the 
community refused to participate in this study for various reasons, with the fear of 
affecting their children being a common one. 
The mothers' age ranged from 30 to 50 (Mean=39, SD=4.47). More than 
60% of the mothers had received secondary or higher level of education. Seventy 
percent of the mothers were currently not employed. Majority of the participating 
mothers lived with their husbands. Only 2 separated from their husbands but 
regular contact was maintained. The mothers had been married for an average of 
13.77 years (SD=4.17). Their partners ranged from 30 to 65 years of age 
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(Mean=43.5, SD=7.77). The family income varied widely, from no income to 
nearly HKD 100,000 per month, while two third of the families had monthly income 
below HKD 20,000. The families in the present sample had 1 to 3 children. 
About half (53.3%) of the families had two children. In the present sample, 9 of the 
target children are girls while the remaining 21 are boys. They aged from 6.5 to 12 
(Mean=9.6, SD=1.60). A summary of the demographics was shown in Table 1. 
Child-completed Measures 
Demographics. Basic demographic information about the target children, 
including their age, grade, number of siblings, birth order and academic 
performance was collected from them. 
Children's attribution of conflicts. A structured interview scheme was 
developed to elicit information from children about their attribution of the cause(s) 
and blame for a recent conflict between parents. The items included in the 
interview scheme focused on three different aspects (see Appendix 1 and 2 for the 
interview questions). 
1.) General information about the conflict: including the time when it happened, the 
source from which children leamt about the conflict, and whether explanations 
had been given. 
2.) Children's casual and blame attributions for the conflict: they were asked to 
suggest unstructured reason(s) for the occurrence of the conflict. Besides, they 
were probed with questions eliciting the locus, stability and globality of the 
cause(s). Moreover, they were asked who was at fault in the incident, if any. 
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Table 1 
Characteristics of the Study Sample fN=30) 
Characteristics Frequency Percentage 
Mothers 
1. Education Level 
No formal education 1 3.3% 
Primary education 10 33.3% 
Secondary education 15 50% 
Tertiary or above 4 13.3% 
2. Employment status 
Employed 9 30% 
Unemployed 21 70% 
3. Marital status 
Married 28 93.3% 
Separated 2 6.7% 
Fathers 
1. Education level 
No formal education 2 6.7% 
Primary education 8 26.7% 
Secondary education 11 36.7% 
Tertiary education or above 7 23.3% 
Unknown 2 6.7% 
2. Employment status 
Employed 5 16.7% 
Unemployed 25 83.3% 
Child 
1. Sex 
Male 21 70% 
Female 9 30% 
2. Number of siblings 
0 8 26.7% 
1 16 53.3% 
2 6 20% 
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3.) Children's involvement in that conflict: they were asked whether they had 
interfered or were involved in the conflict. Some examples of child involvement 
were then provided and they were asked whether these had happened after the 
particular conflict. 
Children's perception of parent-child relationship. The Parent-Child 
Relationship Survey (PCRS) (Fine, Moreland, & Schwebel, 1983) was used to 
measure the quality of parent-child relationship. The PCRS is a 24-item self-report 
questionnaire, originally designed to measure the effects of divorce on adult children 
of divorced parents. However, the authors suggested that this questionnaire was 
useful for assessing the relationship of any children to their parents, and even minors. 
The PCRS had two forms, one for assessing children's relationship with 
father and one for assessing the relationship with mother. Different factors were 
found for the two forms. With the father's form, positive affect, father involvement, 
communication and anger were found as the factor. Four factors were found for 
the mother's form: positive affect, resentment/role confusion, identification and 
communication. The authors reported that the PCRS has excellent internal 
consistency, with Cronbach's a = .61 to .94 for the various subscales. Besides, the 
PCRS has demonstrated good known-groups and predictive validity. It significantly 
discriminates between children from divorced and intact families. 
Some of the items in the original questionnaire and the response set were 
modified to make it readable and understandable to our target children. Participants 
were asked to rate on a 5-point likert scale their level of agreement with the 
sentences which describe the possible interaction between a parent and his/her child. 
For each item, the response might range from "always disagree" (a score of 1) to 
"always agree" (a score of 5). Reverse scoring was done on some of the items 
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which were worded to describe a negative parent-child interaction. A composite 
score was calculated for both the father's form and mother's form by summing up 
the score for each item and dividing it by the number of items. A higher score 
represents better father- or mother-child relationship. The Cronbach's a for the 
present sample was .93 for father's form and .85 for mother's form. 
Children's negative belief about parental conflicts. A self-report questionnaire 
was constructed to obtain a quantifying measure of children's problematic belief of 
blame about themselves, their fathers and mothers. The scale was constructed by 
modifying the Children's BeliefAbout Parental Divorce Scale (CBAPS) (Kurdek & 
Berg, 1987). The original CBAPS is a 36-item self-report instrument designed to 
measure children's problematic belief about their parents' divorce. Only three of 
the original subscales were used in the present study due to irrelevance of the other 
subscales. The subscales used included parental blame, matemal blame and self-
blame, resulting in a total of 18 items. Children were required to indicate whether 
they agreed with the statements which describe themselves or their parents. The 
internal consistency for the modified scale in the present study was fair (Cronbach a 
=.53). 
Intrafamily Conflicts. The frequency of conflicts occurring between parents 
was measured by the Conflict Tactics Scale (CTS) (Straus, 1979). The CTS is a 
commonly and widely used instrument to assess intrafamily conflicts. It was shown 
to have good reliability, with Cronbach's a = .44 to .91 for various subscales. In 
addition, it has fair concurrent validity, with fair correlation between students' report 
and spousal report of CTS scores (Bulcroft and Straus, 1975). 
In this study, the questionnaire was modified to assess children's perception of 
patemal aggression towards mothers. As the study focused on verbal and physical 
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aggression only, the original scale was shortened to contain 13 items which focused 
on the use ofverbal insults or threats and physical force. Children were asked to 
report the frequency of various verbal and/or physical aggression that their fathers 
used when their parents had conflicts during the past six months. Due to the low 
correlation of an item with the other items, it was excluded from the scale during the 
phase of analysis. The resultant scale contained altogether 12 items, with 4 items 
tapping into verbal aggression and the others physical aggression. There was good 
internal consistency with the resultant 12 items (Cronbach's a = .78). The 
Cronbach's a is .71 for the subscale of verbal aggression and .65 for physical 
aggression. Relatively low internal consistency was found for the subscale of 
physical aggression because serious physical aggression, such as beating up, 
threatening or attack with knife, was rather rare in this sample. 
Mother-completed Measures. 
Family demographics. Demographic information about the family was 
collected from the mothers. These included age, education level, current 
occupation, income ofboth the mothers and their partners. Besides, present marital 
status, length of marriage and number of children in the family were also collected 
from mothers. 
Mothers’ attribution of conflicts. A parallel set of interview questions was 
used to collect collateral information from mothers regarding the most recent conflict 
and their attribution for the cause(s) and blame (See Appendix 3 and 4 for the 
interview questions). Questions regarding when the conflict happened, whether the 
target child was present, whether explanation was given, and degree of child 
involvement were asked as well. 
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Mother's perception of mother-child relationship. A parallel version of the 
PCRS for mothers was constructed by modifying the original mother's form. For 
some of the items, the sentence was rewritten by exchanging the position o f the 
subject and object. For example, "you spend much time with your mother" in 
child's version became “ you spend much time with your child" in mother's version. 
Others were re-sentenced to elicit mother's perception of the interaction. For 
example, “I trust my mother" became “ My child trusts me". The response set and 
the scoring method were the same as for children's version. For mothers' sample, 
the Cronbach's a was .85 for the whole scale. 
Intrafamily conflicts. A parallel form of the shortened version of CTS was 
administered to the mothers as well. Mothers were asked to report the frequency of 
various verbal or physical aggression their partners used when they had conflicts 
over the past six months. The Cronbach's a for the whole scale was .67, .68 for 
verbal aggression and .55 for physical aggression. 
Children's adjustment. Target children's behavioral and emotional problems 
were measured by the Child Behavior Checklist (CBCL) (Achenbach 8c Edelbrock, 
1981). The CBCL is a widely used questionnaire to identify behavior problems 
exhibited by children. As self-report form was not available for children from age 
6-12, only mothers' report was used in the present study. Five subscales pertaining 
to internalizing and externalizing behaviors were administered: Withdrawn, somatic 
complaints, anxious/depressed, delinquent behavior and aggressive behavior. 
Mothers had to indicate whether the symptom description matched the condition of 
their children. They were asked to rate the items on a 3-point likert scale from "not 
true" (a score of 0) to "very true or often true" (a score of 2). The scale showed 
high internal consistency, with Cronbach's a = .92 (.83 for the subscale of 
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internalizing behavior and .91 for externalizing behavior). 
Mother's adjustment. Mother's adjustment was measured by a self-report 
questionnaire: The General Health Questionnaire (GHQ) (Goldberg, 1972). The 
28-item version was used in the present study, which was designed to measure 
individual's psychological distress and maladaptive behaviors that might be of 
clinical significance. The items tapped into symptoms of anxiety, depression, 
somatic complaints, social dysfunction and inadequate coping. Mothers were asked 
to indicate the accurateness of the statements in describing their condition on a 4-
point likert scale. A mean score was obtained by dividing the sum of all items by 
the number of items, with higher score indicating a higher level ofpsychological 
distress. The Chinese version of the GHQ was found to have high internal 
consistency (Cronbach's a =.88) (Shek, 1987). In the present study, there was a 
high level of internal consistency (Cronbach's a = .95). 
PrQQedure 
Interviews were conducted at the family services center or during home visits. 
Before the interview, participants were again explained the purpose of the study and 
the procedure of the interview. Confidentiality was reassured and written consent 
from mothers were obtained after the briefing. Individual interviews were then 
conducted with the mothers and children. Demographic information about the 
family and the target child was first collected. Then, they were asked to recall the 
most recent marital conflict and other questions in the interview scheme were 
administered accordingly. Encouragement and probing were given if they appeared 
not motivated or when their answers were vague. Mothers were then required to 
complete the battery of questionnaires on their own, except special request for 
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assistance was made by them. Children, on the other hand, were read all the 
instructions and questions. All the interviews were audiotaped with the 
participants' consent. Audiotapes were not available from 9 of the dyads as they 
rejected the suggestion. 
Coding ofResponses 
A scheme for coding the unstructured causal and blame attributions was 
developed by the author with reference to relevant literature. Based on the 
audiotapes of the interview (or written materials when audiotapes were not 
available), the causal attribution(s) given by each respondent was first identified. 
Then, each casual attribution was rated on three dimensions. The intemal/extemal 
dimension was defined as the locus of the cause. "Internal" referred to causes that 
were within the actor, such as ability, effort, intention, emotions or attitude while 
"external" referred to factors that were external to the actor, that is, the physical and 
social environment or circumstances surrounding the actor. Examples included 
financial situation, background, family or peer pressure, things or people outside the 
family. The stable/unstable dimension referred to whether the cause was likely to 
continue to operate in a similar fashion, that is, unable or difficult to change in other 
words. The global/specific dimension referred to whether the cause affected a wide 
variety of outcomes. A cause was coded as global when its effect was not limited to 
the particular event mentioned and it likely led to other problems in the marriage and 
family. The actor for each cause and the one being considered blameworthy for the 
conflicts were identified as well. The responses were coded according to the 
explicit meaning given by the respondents to relevant questions. Inference about 
respondents' implicit meaning was avoided. In cases when the answers were 
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relatively vague, reference was made to other parts of the interview in which relevant 
information was mentioned. 
An independent coder, who was blind to the hypotheses of the study, was 
trained to re-identify and recode the causal and blame attributions. Interrater 
reliability was calculated by dividing the number of disagreements over the total 
number of agreed and disagreed observations. The independent coder first 
identified the causal attribution given by each respondent according to the audiotapes 
or written notes. The inter-rater reliability was 72% and 68% for mothers' and 
children's responses respectively. The substantial disagreement was acceptable in 
view of the unstructured nature of the responses. After discussion about the 
disagreement and referring back to the interview when necessary, both raters finally 
came to an agreement and got a finalized set of causal attributions. Based on this 
set, the other rater then coded the responses according to the different causal 
dimensions. When the raters disagreed on a particular dimension, the incidence 
was counted as a disagreement. Agreement was obtained in 79% of the incidences 
in mothers' sample and 75% in children's sample. The global/specific dimension 
yielded the lowest level of agreement for mothers' sample. Slightly more than 60% 
of the disagreement was due to disagreement on this dimension. For children's 
sample, disagreement was equally likely (44%) for the stable/unstable and 
global/specific dimension. For blame attribution, the inter-rater reliability was 
much higher, probably because the responses were usually simpler and 
straightforward. The raters agreed on 93% of the incidences for both mothers' and 





Exploration of Children's and Mothers' Attribution ofMarital Conflicts 
Content analysis was conducted on the interview data from both the mothers 
and children. Five mothers and 10 children stated difficulty in recalling the most 
recent conflict. Instead, they recalled the incident that was most accessible in 
memory which was an example of conflicts that occurred repeatedly in the recent 
past. They found it difficult to recall the most recent conflict as conflicts were so 
frequent that they got confused about the temporal order or they did not pay special 
attention to the time when it happened. Children were not good in remembering the 
time when a particular conflict happened. Only 12 of them had some idea about 
when a particular marital conflict had happened. 
Content of conflict. According to the respondents' description, content of 
the conflicts were classified into 2 categories. 
1. Child-related: this category included conflicts that centered around issues of 
child management, child discipline, childcare and guidance for the child. 
2. Non-child-related: in this category included conflicts that were not coded as 
child-related. It covered a wide range of conflicts revolving around the couples 
and the family which did not address to problems related to child directly. 
As shown in Table 2, most of the conflicts reported were not child-related. 
Slightly more than 60% of the conflicts reported by children were unrelated to issues 
of child-rearing and management. According to mothers' report, over 80% of the 
conflicts were not child-related. At the same time, 20% of the children did not 
recall content of the conflicts. They claimed that they had forgotten about the 
content or simply stated that they did not know without giving any reason. Two 
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Table 10 
Comparison of the Content of Conflicts Reported by Children and Mothers 
Variables Children's Report 0^=30) Mother's Report CN=30) 
Frequency (Percentage) Frequency (Percentage) 
Content of conflict 
Child-related 5 (16.7) 4 (13.3) 
Non-child-related 19 (63.3) 26 (86.7) 
Ignorant of content 6 (20) 0 (0) 
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children stated that they were sleeping when conflicts occurred. As they were 
waken up in the middle of conflicts, they were ignorant of the content. 
Comparison of children's and mothers' account of the conflicts showed that 
there was a low level of agreement between their reports although 90% of the 
mothers claimed that the target child was present when the conflicts occurred and 
had likely witnessed or overheard the conflicts they mentioned. Out of the thirty 
mother-child dyads interviewed, only 9 pairs described the same conflict episode 
when they were asked to freely recall the most recent conflict that had occurred 
between the couples/parents. 
Causal attribution. Majority of children gave only one reason for the marital 
conflicts (Mean=1.26, SD=.54). There were altogether 27 causes given by children. 
Besides, there were 9 cases in which the child gave uncodeable responses or simply 
claimed that they did not know. The number of causes given by mother ranged 
from 1 to 6 (Mean=2.67, SD=1.15). Most of them gave 3 reasons to account for the 
conflicts occurred, giving rise to a total of 80 causes. 
The causal attributions were coded according to three dimensions: 
internal/external, stable/unstable, global/specific, giving rise to 8 different 
combinations. 
1. Internal/stable/global: this referred to causes that were internal to the person 
involved, being stable over time or difficult to change, and affecting different 
aspects of the individual's life, family or marriage. This included causes that 
referred to: a) personality or characteristics of the person involved; b) enduring 
relationship problem between the couples, such as communication problem, 
incompatible personality, extramarital affairs; c) negative attitude, behavior and 
feelings towards partner, such as no concern, respect or affection for the partner; d) 
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negative attitude towards family, such as showing disgust or lack ofconcern for 
the family, disregard of the responsibility towards the family; e) chronic patterns 
ofbehavior, such as pathological gambling. 
2. Internal/stable/specific: in this category were causes that were internal to the 
individual and were stable over time but their effects were limited to the conflict 
mentioned or specific aspect of the individual's life or family. This included: a) 
difference in viewpoint on specific topics, such as child management, preference 
for food; b) repeated but specific behavior, such as coming home late, asking 
partner for money, going out frequently, using foul language, being sulky or 
longwinded; c) lack of trust in partner. 
3. Internal/unstable/global: this referred to causes that were internal to the 
individual and changed over time while their effects were far-reaching. 
4. Internal/unstable/specific: causes that were internal to the individual, changed 
over time, and limited in their effect were put under this category. This included: 
a) temporary emotional state, such as being angry or upset; b) specific and solitary 
behavior, such as particular request, facial expression, particular misbehavior, 
misunderstanding. 
5. External/stable/global: this category comprised of causes that were external to 
the persons involved, stable over time and affected different aspects of life or 
family situation. It referred to conditions in the environment which were 
relatively permanent or difficult to change, such as background, upbringing, status 
and family pressure. 
6. External/stable/specific: this referred to causes that were external to the 
individual, remained stable over time, and were specific in their effects. 
7. Externa^unstable/global: in this category included causes that were external to 
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the individual, changed relatively easily over time, and had various effects over 
present and future situations. 
8. Externa^unstable/specific: circumstances that were external to the individual, 
being changeable and limited in its effect were the major element in this category. 
Examples included being occupied by work and temporary financial problem. 
Two additional categories were created to represent responses that could not 
be coded according to the above criteria. 
9. Uncodeable: in some cases, the information given by the participants was not 
sufficient in deciding for the code of some dimensions. For example, a children 
indicated that his father had caused the conflict but did not suggest why his father 
did so. Attributions similar to this one were assigned the code of "uncodeable". 
10. Do not know: in some cases, the participants simply claimed that they did not 
know when they were asked to suggest causes for the conflicts. These were 
assigned a separate code from the others. 
All the coded responses, including those from the last two categories, were 
included in subsequent analyses as all these provided meaningful information 
regarding participants' perception and attribution of conflicts. As shown in Table 3, 
children believed that internal, unstable and specific factors were the most common 
causes for the conflicts. About 1/3 of the total responses belonged to this category. 
Internal, stable and global attribution was the second largest category (19.44%). 
Within this category, personality/characteristics was the most commonly suggested 
reason. On the hand, a substantial proportion of the responses given by children 
(25%) were uncodeable or simply "do not know". 
Mothers, like children, most likely attributed the conflicts to causes within the 
individual. 90% of the responses referred to internal factors. Unlike children, 
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Table 3 
Comparison of the Causal Attributions from Children and Mothers 
Category Children's Report Mothers' Report 
Frequency (%) Frequency (%) 
1. internal/stable/global 7 (19.44) 42 (52.5) 
a) personality/characteristics 4 (11.11) 13 (16.25) 
b) relationship problem 2 (5.56) 14 (17.5) 
c) -ve attitude towards partner 0 (0) 5 (6.25) 
d) -ve attitude towards family 1 (2.78) 8 (10) 
e) chronic pattern ofbehavior 0 (0) 2 (2.5) 
2. internal/stable/specific 3 (8.33) 19 (23.75) 
a) difference in viewpoint 0 (0) 9 (11.25) 
b) repeated, specific behavior 3 (8.33) 8 (10) 
c) lack oftrust 0 (0) 2 (2.5) 
3. internal/unstable/global 0 (0) 0 (0) 
4. internal/unstable/specific 12 (33.33) 11 (13.75) 
a) temporary emotional state 1 (2.78) 3 (3.75) 
b) specific, solitary behavior 11 (30.56) 8 (10) 
5. external/stable/global 1 (2.78) 4 (5) 
a) permanent external conditions 1 (2.78) 4 (5) 
6. external/stable/specific 0 (0) 0 (0) 
7. external/unstable/global 0 (0) 0 (0) 
8. external/unstable/specific 4 (11.11) 4 (5) 
a) circumstances 4 (11.11) 4 (5) 
9. uncodeable 3 (8.33) 0 (0) 
10. do not know 6 (16.67) 0 (0) 
Total Responses 36 (100) 80 (100) 
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mothers more likely referred to stable and global factors within the individuals. 
About ha l fo f the time, mothers believed that the causes of the conflicts were internal 
to the individual, were relatively stable and difficult to change and had far-reaching 
effects on the individuals or others. Personality or enduring characteristics o f the 
people involved and relationship problems between the couple which were relatively 
long-lasting were the most common items within the category. Slightly more than 
10% of the causes given referred to specific and transient factors within the 
individual, such as emotional state, particular action/reaction of the individuals. 
Regarding to the identified actor of the causal attributions, that is, the 
individuals or parties causing the conflicts, 6 categories were generated. 1) mother: 
this refer to the mothers in children's report or to themselves in mothers' reports; 2) 
father: this referred to the fathers in children's report or to the partners in mothers' 
report; 3) parents: this referred to the parents in children's report or to mothers and 
their partners in mothers' report. Both parties were coded as the actor when the 
conflicts were caused by difference in viewpoint, attitudes or personality. 4) child: 
this referred to the target child in both mothers' and children's report; 5) others: this 
included other family members, people outside the family or environmental factors; 
6) do not know. 
Children more likely attributed the causes to their fathers than to mothers or to 
themselves. Slightly fewer than half (46.67%) of the children thought that their 
fathers had contributed to the conflicts. On the other hand, only 16.67% and 
13.33% of the children thought that they themselves or their mothers respectively 
had caused the conflicts. With reference to the number of causes identified, fathers 
were identified as the actor about half of the time (see Table 4). Among the causes 
initiated by fathers, 40% referred to their internal, stable and global factors. While 
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Table 10 
Casual Attribution Separated by Actor from Children,s Report 
Actor 
Category Mother Father Parent Child Others 
1. Intemal/stable/global 0(0) 6 (40) 0(0) 1 (20) 0 (0) 
2. Intemal/stable/specific 0 (0) 2 (13.33) 0 (0) 1 (20) 0 (0) 
3. Intemal/unstable/global 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 
4. Intemal/unstable/specific 4(100) 4 (26.67) 0(0) 3 (60) 1 (16.67) 
5. Extemal/stable/global - - - - 1 (16.67) 
6. Extemal/stable/specific - - - - 0 (0) 
7. Extemal/unstable/global - - - - 0 (0) 
8. Extemal/unstable/specific - - - - 4 (66.67) 
9. Uncodeable 0(0) 3(20) 0(0) 0(0) 0(0) 
Total 4(100) 15 (100) 0 5 (100) 6 (100) 
Note: 1. Percentage was given in parentheses. 
2. Total number of attributions was 30. Six children claimed "don't know" and the actor for 
those causes could not be identified, so they were excluded from this table. 
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9 children gave no response or vague causal attribution when they were asked to give 
the cause for the conflicts, 3 of them indicated explicitly that father had caused the 
conflict. Children attributed about 10% of the causes to their mothers but all these 
referred to unstable and specific factors. One sixth of the children believed that 
they had caused marital conflicts, while none of them had thought that 
incompatibility between their parents was the cause ofconflicts. 
As in the case for children, mothers most often regarded their partners as the 
cause of conflicts. Majority of the mothers (93.33%) believed that their partners 
played a part in causing the conflicts. Relatively small proportion of them thought 
that they themselves (23.33%) or their children (6.67%) caused the conflicts. On 
the other hand, more than half of the causes given by mothers indicated that father 
was the actor (see Table 5). Internal, stable and global factors of fathers were most 
often referred to as the cause for conflicts. Nearly 70% of the causes when father 
was identified as the actor referred to internal, stable and global factors. When 
mothers believed that they had caused conflicts, they referred more often to unstable 
and specific causes. Only 1/4 of these causes referred to internal, stable and global 
factors. Children had played a very little role in inducing marital conflicts 
according to mothers' report. 
Blame attributions. The blame attributed by mother and child were shown in 
Table 6. According to the responses, 9 categories were generated. 1) no one, that 
is, no one was to be blamed for the conflicts; 2) mother, this referred to the mothers 
in children's report or to mothers themselves in mothers' report; 3) father, this 
referred to the father in children's report or to the partner in mothers' report; 4) 
parents, this referred to parent in children's report or to both the mother and their 
partner in mothers' report; 5) child, this referred to the children themselves in 
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Table 10 
Casual Attribution Separated by Actor from Mothers' Report 
Actor 
Category Mother Father Parent Child Others 
1. Intemal/stable/global 2 (25) 31 (68.89) 8 (47.06) 1 (50) 0 (0) 
2. IntemaVstable/specific 3 (37.5) 7 (15.56) 9 (52.94) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
3. Intemal/unstable/global 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 
4. IntemaVunstable/specific 3 (37.5) 7 (15.56) 0 (0) 1 (50) 0 (0) 
5. Extemal/stable/global - - - - 4 (50) 
6. Extemal/stable/specific - - - - 0 (0) 
7. Extemal/unstable/global - - - - 0 (0) 
8. Extemal/unstable/specific - - - - 4 (50) 
Total 8 (100) 45 (100) 17(100) 2 (100) 8 (100) 
Note: 1. Percentage was given in parentheses. 
2. Total number of attributions was 80. 
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Table 10 
Comparison of the Attribution ofBlame from Children and Mothers 
Category Children's Report Mothers' Report 
Frequency (%) Frequency (%) 
1. Noone 5 (16.67) 4 (13.33) 
2. Mother 1 (3.33) 2 (6.67) 
3. Father 11 (36.67) 17 (56.67) 
4. Parents 2 (6.67) 5 (16.67) 
5. Child 1 (3.33) 0 (0) 
6. Others 0 (0) 0 (0) 
7. Child and mother 1 (3.33) 0 (0) 
8. Childandfather 3 (10) 0 (0) 
9. Do not know 6 (20) 2 (6.67) 
Total 30 (100) 30 (100) 
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children's report or to the target children in mothers' report; 6)others, this referred to 
people or things outside the family; 7) child and mother, that is, both the target child 
and the mother were to be blamed for the conflicts; 8) child and father, that is, both 
the target child and the father were to be blamed; 9) do not know, that is, the 
respondent did not know who was to be blamed for the conflicts. 
For both children and mothers, the fathers were most often blamed for the 
conflicts. One third of the children and more than half of the mothers thought that 
the fathers were the only one responsible for the conflicts. More than 20% of the 
mothers thought that they were to be blamed for the conflicts. However, only about 
6% believed that they were the only one responsible. Mothers in this sample never 
attribute the blame to their children. However, about 16% of the children attributed 
the blame to themselves. One child thought that she was the only one to be blamed 
for the conflicts between parents. 
Children's Involvement 
Children were asked whether they had interfered actively into the conflict 
mentioned or were involved passively through parents' attempts. As a substantial 
proportion of the children did not refer to specific conflict episode, they could not 
recall whether they were involved in particular incidents. As a result, their levels of 
involvement after conflicts in general were reported here and analyses were based on 
these data. Majority of the children would not interfere into parents' conflicts. 
They might rush back to bedroom or stayed quietly as if nothing had happened. 
About 20% of the children reported that they had tried to interfere when parents had 
conflicts. Examples included asking the parents to stop arguing, trying to help one 
ofthem, comforting one or both of them afterwards, or trying to engage the siblings 
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into the arguments intentionally. Apart from active participation into parents' 
conflicts, some children were involved as they were triangulated. Examples 
included one or both of the parents blamed or talked something bad of the other one 
in front of the child, pledged for loyalty, asked the child not to follow the other one's 
instruction. In this sample, about half of the children reported that they had been 
involved in parental conflicts out of their parents' influence while nearly 60% of the 
mothers reported that they or their partners had involved the target child after 
conflicts in the ways mentioned in the above examples. 
Factors Associated with Attribution 
Analyses were performed to investigate the association between attribution 
and content and explanation about the conflicts, children's negative beliefs about 
conflicts and parent-child relationship. Children were seen as having a tendency to 
blame themselves when they attributed the blame of conflicts to themselves only or 
in combination with one or both parents. The same logic applied to father's blame 
attribution. As some of the cells or groups had fewer than 5 observations, the 
results should be interpreted with caution. Moreover, attribution to mother was 
excluded from the analyses in view of their relatively infrequent occurrence. 
Relationship between causal and blame attribution. When children thought 
that they had caused the conflicts, they were more likely to blame themselves. 
They rarely blamed themselves when they attributed the cause to others. The 
association between self causal and blame attribution was significant (X^l)=13.41, 
p<.01). Significant association was also found between causal and blame 
attribution to fathers (X^(l)=10.36, p<.01). Children more likely blamed their 
fathers when they regarded them as cause of conflicts. When they regarded others 
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as cause of conflicts, they were less likely to blame their fathers. 
Content. Chi-square analysis showed that the association between content of 
conflicts and the view of self as cause of conflicts was significant (X^ (1) = 7.61, p 
< .01). Children more likely believed that they caused marital conflicts when the 
conflicts were child-related. On the other hand, when the conflicts were not child-
related, they rarely believed that they caused the conflicts. The association between 
content of conflicts and the tendency to blame self was also significant (X^l)=5.87, 
p<.05). Children more likely blamed themselves for the conflicts when they were 
related to children's issues. 
Explanation. According to mothers' report, explanations from parents, 
mostly mothers, were provided in 20% of the cases. The explanations given usually 
entailed mothers' reasoning of why the conflicts had happened. Five children 
reported that they had received explanations from their mothers who told them what 
had happened. The view of self as cause of conflicts did not have a significant 
association with presence of explanation (X^1)=.00, p=ns). Nor was an association 
be found between explanation and perception of father as the cause of conflicts 
(X2(l)=.00, p=ns). Whether children had received explanations did not differ in 
their tendency to attribute the blame of conflicts to themselves (X^l)=2.35, p=ns), or 
fathers (X'(l)=L71,p=ns). 
Children's negative belief about parental conflicts. T-test was used to 
examine the difference in children's negative belief about parental conflicts between 
groups with different attribution. Children who regarded themselves as the cause of 
conflicts held more negative belief towards self about parental conflicts (t(22)=3.84, 
p<.01). When fathers were considered the cause of conflicts, children held more 
negative belieftowards fathers regarding parental conflicts in general (t(22)=2.57, 
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p<.05). At the same time, group difference was found for different blame 
attribution. Children who blamed themselves for conflicts were more likely to 
endorse negative beliefs towards self (t(28)=2.63, p<.05). Similarly, children who 
blamed their fathers for the conflicts held more negative beliefs towards their fathers 
(t(28)=4.33,p<.01). 
Parent-child relationship. Children who attributed the cause of marital 
conflicts to fathers did not have a significantly different father-child relationship than 
those who did not attribute the cause to fathers (t(22)=l .85, p=ns). Children who 
gave different blame attribution, on the other hand, had different perception of 
parent-child relationship. Children who did not blame their father for the conflicts 
had significantly more positive perception of father-child relationship than those who 
blame their fathers (t(28)=2.78, p<.05). For children who blamed themselves for 
the conflicts, no significant difference in parent-child relationship was found 
(t(28)=1.05, p=ns for father-child relationship; t(28)=-.01, p=ns for mother-child 
relationship). 
To conclude, there was an association between causal and blame attribution. 
At the same time, content of the conflicts and children's negative beliefs about 
parental conflicts was associated with both causal and blame attribution. Difference 
in perception of parent-child relationship was associated only with blame attribution, 
but not with causal attribution. 
Predicting Children's Adjustment 
Demographic variables. The mean and standard deviations for different 
variables ofthe whole sample was shown in Table 7. In order to examine the 
gender difference on these variables, the sample was separated into two groups 
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Table 10 
Means and Standard Deviations ofDifFerent Variables for the Whole Sample and Separated bv Gender 
ofthe Target Child 
Variables Total sample Boys(N=21) Girls(N=9) t-test 
Mother's report 
Conflict frequency (CTS) .68 (.53) .76 (.54) .47 (.47) 1.40 
Verbal aggression (VERBAL) 1.70(1.28) 2.02(1.30) .97 (.91) 2.18* 
Physical aggression (PHYSICAL) .17 (.28) .15 (.26) .22 (.35) -.65 
Externalizing behavior (EXTERNAL) .51 (.29) .60 (.29) .28 (.11) 3.29** 
Internalizing behavior (ETERNAL) .50 (.23) .53 (.24) .43 (.23) 1.04 
Mother's maladjustment (GHQ) 2.18(.60) 2.24 (.63) 2.04 (.52) .81 
Mother-child relationship (PCRS) 3.39 (.59) 3.37 (.67) 3.44 (.41) -.30 
Children's report 
Conflict frequency (CCTS) .37 (.54) .29 (.34) .56 (.84) -1.26 
Verbal aggression (CVERBAL) .87(1.11) .76(.96) 1.11 (1.44) -.78 
Physical aggression (CPHYSICAL) .13 (.35) .07 (.17) .28 (.58) -1.57 
Negative belieftowards selfand parents 1.26 (.16) 1.27 (.17) 1.24 (.15) .41 
(CBPC) 
Father-child relationship (PCRSF) 3.15 (.85) 3.12 (.95) 3.23 (.58) -.33 
Mother-child relationship (PCRSM) 3.89 (.48) 3.87 (.52) 3.94 (.43) -.34 
Note: 1. Standard deviations were given in parentheses. 
2 . * p < . 0 5 ; * * p < . 0 1 
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according to gender of the target child and t-test was used to compare the difference 
between the groups. As shown in Table 7, gender difference was found on mother's 
report of verbal aggression (t=2.18, p<.05), mother's report of children's 
externalizing behavior problems (t=3.29, p<.01). According to mother's report, 
boys exhibited a higher level of externalizing behavior problems which included 
aggressive and delinquent behavior. Besides, mothers ofboys reported a higher 
level of verbal conflicts with husbands. On the other hand, the gender difference in 
exposure to marital conflicts was not reflected in children's report. Boys and girls 
did not differ on their report of conflict frequency. Child's level of maladjustment 
was not related to demographic variables such as child's age, parents' age, level of 
education, employment status of mother, years of marriage, family income or number 
of children in the family. Among all the demographic variables, matemal 
adjustment was related only to mothers' level of education (r=-.38, p=.041). 
Mothers with a higher level of education reported fewer psychological distress and 
maladaptive behavior. 
Relationship among conflict frequency, matemal maladjustment and 
children's behavior problems. Correlational analysis was used to examine the 
relationship among conflict frequency, matemal maladjustment and children's 
behavior problems. As shown in Table 8, children's report of conflict frequency 
was not related to their own nor mother's level of maladjustment. On the other 
hand, mother's report of verbal aggression by husband correlated positively with 
their own level of maladjustment and child's externalizing behaviors. A higher 
level ofpatemal verbal aggression towards mother was associated with a higher level 
of maladjustment in mothers and more behavior problems in the children. At the 
same time, there was a positive correlation between mother's level of maladjustment 
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Table 10 
Tntercorrelations fPearson Correlation Coefficients) among the Variables 
Variables 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 
Mother's Report 
1. VERBAL 1.00 
2. PHYSICAL .40* 1.00 
3. EXTERNAL .43* .01 1.00 
4. mTERNAL .32 .18 .48** 1.00 
5. PCRS -.07 .10 -.20 -.20 1.00 
6. GHQ .52** .08 .50** .61** -.20 1.00 
Child's Report 
7. CVERBAL .18 .22 .05 .17 -.49** .17 1.00 
8. CPHYSICAL.23 .34 -.11 .18 -.12 .20 .60** 1.00 
9. CBPC .01 -.18 .18 .07 -.59** .30 .26 .04 1.00 
10. PCRSF -.04 .12 -.15 -.18 .96** -.16 -.51** -.07 .63** 1.00 
11. PCRSM -.16 -.29 .16 .10 .21 .30 -.02 -.18 .19 .17 1.00 
Note: 1. VERBAL = mother's report of verbal aggression by husband; PHYSICAL = mother's 
report of physical aggression by husband; EXTERNAL = mother's report of child's externalizing 
behavior; ESfTERNAL = mother's report of child's internalizing behavior; PCRS = mother's report of 
mother-child relationship; GHQ = General Health Questionnaire; CVERBAL = child's report of 
verbal aggression from father to mother; CPHYSICAL 二 child's report of physical aggression from 
father to mother; CBPC 二 child's negative belief about self and parents regarding conflicts; PCRSF = 
child's report of father-child relationship; PCRSM = child's report of mother-child relationship 
2. * p<.05; ** p<.01 
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and child's behavior problems. This might imply that children would exhibit more 
behavior problems when their mothers were having psychological stress and 
maladaptive behavior. It might also suggest that mothers had more psychological 
stress when their children showed more behavior problems. 
Relationship among conflict frequency, parent-child relationship and 
children's negative belief towards self and parents regarding conflicts. Children's 
negative belief towards self and parents regarding conflicts did not correlate 
significantly with conflict frequency. But, they correlated significantly with parent-
child relationship. A more positive mother-child relationship perceived by mother 
was associated with fewer negative beliefs towards self and parents by children while 
a more positive father-child relationship perceived by children was positively 
associated with fewer negative beliefs towards self and parents. Separate 
correlational analyses were performed to delineate the relationship between parent-
child relationship and children's negative beliefs towards parents. Significant 
correlation was found between children's negative beliefs towards father and 
children's perception of father-child relationship (r=-.83, p<.001); their negative 
beliefs towards mother were correlated with their perception of mother-child 
relationship (r=-.55, p<.01). Better parent-child relationship was related to a lower 
level of negative beliefs towards that parent. At the same time, parent-child 
relationship also correlated significantly with child's report of verbal aggression 
from father to mother. Better mother-child relationship perceived by mothers and 
more positive father-child relationship perceived by children were associated with 
lower level of patemal verbal aggression reported by children. 
Agreement between mother's and child's report. It was found in Table 8 that 
there was a low level of correlation between mother's report and child's report of 
40 
verbal aggression (r=. 18, p=ns) and mother-child relationship (r=.21, p=ns). As 
shown in Table 9, mothers reported a significantly higher level of verbal aggression 
by husbands than children (t(29)=-2.98, p<.01). The difference between their 
reports on physical aggression was not significant and their level of correlation was 
low as well (r=.34, p=ns). On the other hand, the mother-child relationship as 
perceived by children was more positive than that reported by mothers (t=4.00, 
P<.01) 
Predicting children's externalizing behavior problems. Multiple regression 
analyses were performed to predict children's behavior problems. In order to test 
the predictive power of frequency of marital conflicts from child and mother's report, 
the two sets of variables were entered into the equation in separate steps. As gender 
difference was found on the behavior problems exhibited by children, this variable 
was added to the prediction at the first step and the other variables were entered later 
to test the additional variance they accounted for. Matemal adjustment was entered 
at the last step as it correlated significantly with both behavior problems variables. 
Other variables were excluded from the prediction as they did not correlate 
significantly with the criterion variables. At each of the step, the increment in 
variance accounted for by the set of predictors added at that step was tested for 
significance. A predictor was considered statistically significant only when it 
contributed at the p < .05 level. 
The result for the prediction of externalizing behavior problems was shown in 
Table 10. The final solution with all four sets of variables accounted for 48% of the 
variance and was significant (F(6,23)=3.56, p<.05). Gender of child significantly 
predicted child's externalizing behaviors and accounted for 28% of the variance. 
Both set of child-reported and mother-reported conflict frequency did not lead to 
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Table 10 
Comparison ofChildren,s and Mothers，Report of Conflict Frequency and Parent-child Relationship 
Variable Mean SD t-test 
Verbal Aggression 
Child's Report .87 1.11 -2.98** 
Mother's Report 1.70 1.28 
Physical Aggression 
Child's Report .13 .35 -.63 
Mother's Report .17 .28 
Mother-child Relationship 
Child's Report 3.89 .49 4.00** 
Mother's Report 3.39 .60 
Note: *p<.05; **p<.01 
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Table 10 
Prediction ofChildren\s Externalizing Behavior Problems bv Demographics, Conflict Freqygncv and 
Matemal Adjustment using Hierarchical Regression Analysis 
Step Variables r /5 R^change R' 
1. Child demographic 
CSEX -.53** -.41* .28* .28* 
2. Child-reported conflict variables 
CVERBAL .05 .14 .02 .30* 
CPHYSICAL -.11 -.18 
3. Mother-reported conflict variables 
VERBAL .43** .07 .06 .36* 
PHYSICAL .01 .03 
4. Maternal adjustment 
GHQ .50** .41* .12* .48* 
Note: * p<.05; **p<.01 
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significant increment in variance explained after they were entered into the 
prediction. The addition of matemal adjustment significantly explained an addition 
of 12% of the variance of the dependent variable (Fj^ ^ (1,23)= 5.28, p<.05). 
According to the Beta coefficient, gender of child and matemal adjustment were both 
significant predictors of children's externalizing behavior ( j3 =-.41, p<.05; ^ =.41, 
p<.05). While mother's report of verbal aggression from husband correlated 
significantly with children's externalizing behavior problems, it did not contribute 
significantly on its own in predicting the dependent variable. 
Prediction of internalizing behavior problems. The three sets of variables 
were added in sequence by hierarchical regression. The results were shown in 
Table 11. It was found that the final solution with all four sets of variables were 
significant in predicting children's internalizing behavior problems (F(6,23)=2.98, 
p<.05, R2=.44). Gender of child, child-reported conflict frequency and mother-
reported conflict frequency each explained a small proportion of the variance of the 
dependent variable (from 4% to 6%). Matemal adjustment, on the other hand, 
accounted for 30% of the variance in addition to those explained by gender of the 
child and conflict frequency (F^^(l,23)=12.28, p<.01). According to the Beta 
coefficient, matemal maladjustment was the only significant predictor ( j3 =.66, 
p<.01). The children whose mother had more psychological stress were more likely 
to exhibit a higher level of internalizing behavior. 
Relationship Between Attribution and Adjustment. 
Statistical analyses were performed to examine the relationship between the 
causal and blame attribution respondents made on specific conflict and their 
adjustment. Number of causes given by children did not correlate with their levels 
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Table 10 
Prediction of Children's Internalizing Behavior Problems by Demographics. Conflict Frequency, and 
Matemal Adjustment using Hierarchical Regression Analysis 
Step Variables r yS R'change R' 
1. Child demographic 
CSEX -.20 -.23 .04 .04 
2. Child-reported conflict frequency 
CVERBAL .17 .05 .06 .10 
CPHYSICAL .18 .05 
3. Mother-reported conflict frequency 
VERBAL .32* -.22 .04 .14 
PHYSICAL .19 .22 
4. Maternal adjustment 
GHQ .61** .66** .30** .44* 
Note: * p<.05; **p<.01 
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of externalizing (r=.23, p=ns) or internalizing (r=.12, p=ns) behavior problems. The 
correlation between number of causal attribution given by mothers and their own 
levels of maladjustment was not significant (r=-.04, p=ns). 
T-test was used to examine the difference in adjustment between groups with 
different attributions. Intemal/unstable/specific was the major type of causal 
attribution made by children. A comparison was made between those who had 
made this attribution with those who had attributed the conflict to other reasons. 
The results showed that the difference between these two groups on both measures of 
adjustment variables, internalizing (t(28)=-.83, p=ns) and externalizing behavior 
problems (t(28)=-1.68, p=ns), were insignificant. Only 5 children had made 
internal, stable and global attribution. When compared with others, they did not 
exhibit a different level of externalizing (t(28)=.49, p=ns) or internalizing (t(28)=.42, 
p=ns) behavior problems. As stated above, children more likely attributed the 
blame to their fathers than to others. Statistical analysis showed that the level of 
behavior problems exhibited by children did not differ between those who blamed 
their father and those who did not blame their fathers (t(28)=.09, p=ns, for 
externalizing behavior problems; t(29)=.48, p=ns, for internalizing behavior 
problems). The difference in levels ofbehavior problems exhibited by children did 
not differ between those who blame themselves and those who did not (t(28)=.48, 
p=ns, for externalizing behavior problems; t(28)=.13, p=ns, for internalizing 
behavior problems). Children who blamed their mothers for the conflicts had a 
nearly significant tendency to exhibit more externalizing behavior problems than 
those who did not blame their mothers (t(28)=1.97, p=.06), whereas the difference on 
internalizing behavior problems was not significant (t(28)=-.28, p=ns). Since only 
4 children endorse mother-blaming attribution, the group difference should be 
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interpreted with caution. 
For mothers, they tended to refer to intemal/stable/global factors as causes for 
the conflicts more often. As most mothers made more than one causal attribution 
when asked to account for the conflict, there were different combinations of causal 
attribution. Some might make all intemal/stable/global causal attributions while 
others made different kinds of casual attribution for the same conflict. A 
comparison was made between those who made predominantly intemal/stable/global 
attribution (i.e., half or more than half of the attributions were intemal/stable/global) 
and those who made other kinds of attribution or a mixture of different attributions. 
Significant difference in matemal adjustment between the groups was found 
(t(28)=2.74, p<.05). Mothers made predominantly internal/stable/global 
attributions showed higher level of distress. The comparison between mothers who 
attributed the blame to partner only and those who made other kinds ofblame 
attribution showed that the difference in their level of maladjustment was not 
significant (t(28)=.61, p=ns). The results showed that the attribution mothers made 
was related to their relatively long-term adjustment while significant relationship was 
not found for children's sample. Mothers experienced a higher level of distress 
when they thought that the conflicts were caused by something internal to the actor, 
which was hard to change and whose effect was far-reaching, such as personality, 




The present study attempted to explore children's cognitive processing, namely 
their casual and blame attribution, of marital conflicts and the effect of such processes 
on their adjustment to those conflicts. Moreover, several hypotheses were tested in 
this study. First, it was hypothesized that children engaged in active processing of 
conflicts happened between parents and their perception was more important in 
predicting their level of adjustment than mothers' perception. Second, attribution of 
the cause was related to adjustment. In particular, an internal, stable and global 
attribution of the marital conflicts was related to a higher level of internalizing behavior 
problems. Furthermore, it was hypothesized that blame attribution was related to 
adjustment and self-blame was associated with the most undesirable outcomes. 
Children's Attribution ofMarital Conflicts 
Causal and blame attribution. Content analysis of the structured interview with 
children showed that a substantial proportion of the children were aware of the presence 
and content of parental conflicts. When asked to give reason(s) for the conflict, they 
tended to give single and concrete casual attributions. Considering the sensitive nature 
of the topic studied and children's tendency to be less responsive towards open-ended 
questions, the number and complexity of responses obtained in the present study were 
not unsatisfactory. 
The unstructured responses obtained in this study held some surprises. There 
was much variation regarding children's responsiveness and expression ability. 
While a few children gave systematic and detailed account of the conflicts and 
provided well-reasoned attributions, a substantial proportion of them simply claimed 
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that they did not know why. According to Piaget's theory of cognitive development 
in children, children within the age range specified in this study should be able to 
master causality as they entered the concrete-operational stage (as discussed in Bond, 
1986). The lack of responsiveness may reflect their reluctance to reveal family 
difficulties to outsiders. Children may feel especially uneasy when they think that 
they are talking something bad about their parents. 
With regards to the causal attribution for marital conflicts, children most likely 
referred to unstable and specific factors, such as specific event, behavior, conduct. 
They were less likely to infer from these stable trait of the actor. When they identified 
themselves as the actor, they were inclined to refer to unstable and specific factor within 
themselves, mainly specific behavior. While they were the observer, they did not 
always attribute dispositional factor to the actor, as what predicted from self-observer 
difference in attribution (Jones & Nisbett, 1972). They, however, showed favor 
towards their mothers. First, mothers were less likely than fathers to be identified as 
the cause of conflicts. In cases when mothers were regarded as the cause of conflicts, 
children more often referred to unstable or specific factors internal to mothers, such as 
temporary emotional state or specific behavior of their mothers that not likely happen 
again. On the other hand, when father was identified as the cause of conflicts, stable 
and global factors such as personality, negative attitude towards family and chronic 
behavioral pattem were more likely indicated. Similar pattem was found in a study in 
which children were asked to make attribution to simulated conflicts between parents 
(Weston, Boxer, & Heatherington, 1998). This suggested that children tend to see the 
conflicts induced by mothers as specific incidents which are not likely to happen again. 
However, they believe that their fathers will likely induce more conflicts in the future 
and will cause much trouble in the family. 
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When asked to ascribe blame for the conflicts, children most often believed that 
their fathers were blameworthy. The same result was obtained in a recent study using 
simulated marital conflicts (Grych, 1998). This suggested that children did not always 
blame themselves for the trouble occurred between parents, a view being consistent 
with the results obtained by Weston, Boxer, & Heatherington (1998). 
Some similarities are found between the mothers' and children's attribution 
pattern. As with children, mothers most often regarded fathers as inducing marital 
conflicts and blameworthy. Actor/observer difference is evident in mothers' case. 
When partners were identified as the cause of conflicts, mothers most often referred to 
stable and global factors as the cause. They tended to believe that the conflicts were 
caused by partners' trait. Mothers endorsed stable/specific and unstable/specific 
causes equally likely when they perceived that they induced the conflicts. It has been 
demonstrated that marital attribution is related to marital satisfaction. Distressed 
spouses, as compared to nondistressed spouses, were more likely to attribute negative 
marital events to stable, intentional and selfish causes within their partners and blame 
their partners for the events (Fincham, Beach, & Nelson, 1987). Many of the mothers 
in this study were receiving counseling at the family services center. Hence, it is likely 
that many of them are experiencing some marital distress; but, this needs to be 
confirmed by more formal assessment. What is clear is that the mothers hold 
relatively negative views towards marital conflicts. They tend to believe that marital 
conflicts will continue in the future and there appears to be little hope of change. The 
negative marital attribution will likely lead to further marital distress (Fincham & 
Bradbury, 1987) and matemal distress. 
From both the mothers' and children's perspective, fathers appeared to be the 
conflicts-maker in the family. It should be noted that the picture is far from complete 
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as the perspectives from fathers were not included in the present study. It could be 
anticipated that the perceptions and attributions from fathers would be different from 
those obtained from mothers and children. As predicted from the theory of self-
observer difference in attribution, fathers may attribute the conflicts more to external 
than to internal factors. For those distressed husbands, they may be more likely to 
blame their wives for the conflicts, as what was found in the study by Fincham, Beach, 
and Nelson (1987). The inclusion of fathers in study will be interesting and 
informative in that they provide additional information about the conflict episodes 
which are otherwise not obtainable from the mothers. In addition, a comparison could 
then be made regarding the correspondence between children's and their parent's 
perceptions and attributions. However, fathers were always underrepresented in 
previous studies concerning children and adolescent psychopathology (Phares & 
Compas, 1992) under the assumption that they were less willing to participate in 
research or they were less involved in children's issues. 
Factors associated with attribution. Consistent with the results from Grych,s 
study (1998), blame attribution was found to be related to content of the conflicts in this 
sample. Children more likely blamed themselves for marital conflicts when the 
conflicts revolved around child-related issues. On the other hand, this study suggested 
that blame attribution was related to other factors as well. A close association has 
been demonstrated between children's blame attribution and their negative beliefs 
towards themselves and their fathers regarding conflicts. Children may generalize 
their attribution for specific conflicts to other situations, constituting their general 
beliefs about the responsibility different members hold in inducing discords between the 
parents and within the family. On the other hand, it is also likely that children rely on 
their general conceptions about different members' responsibility for parental conflicts 
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in forming their attributions. From the unstructured responses given by children in the 
present sample, it was found that some of them relied on general impression in 
ascribing the blame. A few children could allege the person responsible for the 
conflicts while they had little knowledge of the content. Also, some might ascribe the 
blame to both parents as they thought that both were wrong when they argued with each 
other. These examples show that content of the conflicts plays very little role in 
determining the blame in some cases. In short, children may attend to content ofthe 
conflicts to obtain an understanding of why the conflicts happened. At the same time, 
they refer to more general beliefs accumulated through past experience to guide their 
ascription ofblame for the conflicts and the specific attribution will then be added to the 
existing schema. 
Weston, Boxer, & Heatherington (1998) suggested that the bias in attribution made 
by children might be due to difference in the father-child and mother-child relationship. 
Children generally have closer affective bond with mothers and understand mother's 
mood and behavior better. These mechanisms probably account for the biased 
attribution in the present study. Children in this study held more positive view of 
mother-child relationship than father-child relationship. Besides, some of the mothers 
indicated in the interview that they would share with their children their viewpoint or 
emotional stress directly or indirectly. As a consequence, children may be more able 
to appreciate the reasons behind their mothers' behavior. As they obtained more 
information than a mere observer would know, they may be less affected by the 
observer bias when they make causal and blame attribution for mothers' behavior. 
The close-relationship with mothers may, at the same time, make it difficult for the 
children to blame their mothers as this was in conflict with their positive feelings 
towards their mothers. As suggested by Fincham (1998), blame attribution was 
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associated with the feelings towards the other person. 
Link between Marital Conflict and Children's Adjustment 
Children's subjective report of marital conflicts. Results of the present study 
failed to demonstrate a direct link between conflict exposure and maladjustment in 
children. Both children's and mother's report of frequency of marital conflicts failed 
to predict children's adjustment problems. This suggested that children's difficulty in 
adjustment was not affected by extent of exposure to marital conflict per se. As in 
some previous studies (e.g., Fauber, Rorehand, Thomas, & Wierson, 1990; Fauber 8c 
Long, 1991), direct relationship between exposure to marital conflict and behavior 
problems in children was not supported. The present results may be related to specific 
composition ofthis sample. Physical violence was relatively uncommon in the present 
sample but children exhibited relatively high level of behavior problems. In fact, 
about 40% of the children in this sample scored within the clinical range on either the 
internalizing or externalizing subscales of CBCL or both. It has been suggested that 
verbal conflicts alone may be insufficient to account for behavior problems at clinical 
levels (Emery & 0,Leary, 1982; Fantuzzo et al., 1991). Children's adjustment 
difficulties are probably related to factors above and beyond exposure to marital 
conflicts, such as mothers' adjustment to the conflicts. On the other hand, significant 
correlation between mothers' perception of conflicts and children's maladjustment 
problems was found. This may be a halo effect since both measures were reported by 
the same rater, that is, the mother. 
The results showed that children and mothers held different perception about 
marital conflicts. While previous studies suggested that mothers often underestimate 
children's exposure to marital violence (e.g. Hughes, Parkinson, & Vargo, 1989; 
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O'Brien, John, Margolin, & Erel, 1994), the opposite was observed in the present study. 
Children tended to report a lower level of marital conflict than mothers. At first 
glance, it may be possible that children were well-shielded form marital conflicts, so 
they were exposed to fewer marital conflicts than were experienced by their mothers. 
This explanation does not fit well with the present sample since majority of the mothers 
indicated that their children were present and had overheard or witnessed the conflicts 
they had with partners. Only few of them consciously avoid exposing their children to 
marital conflicts. On the other hand, this may reflect the way children coped with 
marital conflicts. It was suggested that children might respond to marital conflicts by 
ignoring the conflicts or distancing them from the conflicts (Grych & Fincham, 1993; 
O'Brien, Margolin, John, & Kmegger, 1991). Many children in the present study 
reported that they tended to ignore parental conflicts as they regarded them as parents' 
issues. They might have distanced themselves from parental conflicts, so they recalled 
fewer conflicts than the actual rate of occurrence. As children and mothers assigned 
different emotional significance to the conflict episodes, what considered important by 
mothers might be ignored by children. As a result, the mother-child dyad always 
report different incidents when they are asked to recall the most recent conflict available 
in their memory. 
Causal and blame attribution. No association between children's causal and 
blame attribution and their adjustment was found. The present study failed to replicate 
the findings obtained in previous studies (Cummings et aL, 1994; Grych et al., 1992). 
Specifically, intemal/stable/global attribution and self-blame, which were hypothesized 
to be related to poorer adjustment, were relatively uncommon in children's attribution. 
With comparisons based on small group size, these hypotheses were not supported. 
On the other hand, unstable and specific attribution was most common from children. 
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According to this attribution, children will have a low expectation that conflicts will 
occur again in the future. Viewing the stress as transient and specific should be 
associated with relatively good adjustment. Children in this sample, however, fail to 
demonstrate the advantage of making this kind of attribution. On the other hand, 
children who blame fathers for the conflicts did not show different level of adjustment 
difficulties as compared to those making other types ofblame attribution. The close 
relationship with mother may have served a protective function, relieving the stress of 
family problems on themselves (Rutter, 1987). As a result, they did not have 
particular adjustment difficulties whether they blamed the other parent or not. On the 
other hand, there was an insignificant tendency for those children who blamed their 
mothers for the conflicts to show a higher level of extemalizng behavior problems. 
These children may identify with their fathers, so they blamed their mothers for 
difficulties in the marriage and exhibited more acting out behaviors. However, since 
only a small number of children blamed their mothers for marital conflicts, the 
generalizability of this association is in doubt. 
Matemal adjustment. Matemal adjustment was shown to be significant predictor 
for both children's internalizing and externalizing behavior problems. It exerted a 
mediating effect between marital conflict and children's adjustment difficulties. The 
effect of marital conflicts, namely patemal verbal aggression, was expressed through its 
effect on mothers' adjustment. Mothers exhibited more psychological distress and 
maladaptive behavior if they experienced more verbal reprimands and threats from 
partners. Their level of distress was then mirrored in their children's adjustment 
difficulties. Children might have identified with their mothers because of close 
affective bond, so they tended to blame the aggressor and displayed reactions similar to 
the victim. 
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Previous researches have shown that matemal depression increased children's risk 
for maladjustment (Downey & Coyne, 1990) and marital conflicts foster the emotional 
and psychological unavailability and lack of responsiveness of parents, increasing the 
insecurity ofparent-child emotional bonding and the quality of parent-child attachments 
(Davies & Cummings, 1994). Since mother-child relationship was more close than 
father-child relationships in Chinese families (Ho, 1986), it follows naturally that 
Chinese children experienced great difficulties when their mothers were maladjusted, 
especially if the fathers became more negative and intrusive in their interaction with 
children after experiencing marital distress (Belsky, Youngblood, Rovine, & Volling, 
1991; Brody, Pillergini & Sigel, 1986). The result in the present study suggested that 
marital conflict itself did not increase children's risk to develop maladjustment directly; 
rather, it predisposed matemal maladjustment which had an important adverse impact 
on children's emotional and behavioral responses. 
It should be cautioned that, in addition to the above explanation, mothers' report 
might be affected by their own stress level (as discussed in Sternberg et al., 1993). For 
example, distressed mothers might evaluate their children more harshly or project their 
own frustrations onto their children. Hence, a high level ofbehavior problems 
reported by mothers may reflect their own level of distress instead of real 
maladjustment in the children or may represent an exaggeration of the maladjustment 
problem. 
Parent-child Relation 
Although parent-child relationship did not correlate with children's adjustment, 
it correlate with marital conflicts. Specifically, significant relationship was found 
among frequency of patemal verbal aggression, children's negative belief towards 
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father regarding conflicts and father-child relationship. As shown in a previous study, 
perceptions offather-child relationship was negatively affected by marital conflicts 
(Osbome & Fincham, 1996). As suggested by the authors, children do not form a 
global perception ofboth parents who engaged in marital conflicts. Rather, both 
father-child and mother-child relationship are uniquely affected by interparental 
conflicts. 
The association between marital conflicts and father-child relationship is 
different from that with mother-child relationship. It had been shown that children in 
Hong Kong tended to have a more positive view towards mother than father (Chan, 
1981, as cited in Ho, 1986) and mother-child relationship is generally closer than father-
child relationship (Ho, 1986). The discrepancy between father- and mother-child 
relationship will likely predispose children to blame their fathers when marital conflicts 
occurred. The blame for specific conflicts may then generalize to a more general 
negative perception of father and affected their interaction with father. They might 
perceive the father-child relationship as more hostile and threatening as marital conflicts 
influenced adolescents' perception of parent-child relationship (Harold, Fincham, 
Osbome, & Conger, 1997). This may explain the previous finding that father-child 
relationship become more negative following marital conflicts (Jouriles & Forris, 
1992). When the process repeats with additional marital conflicts, further 
deterioration in father-child relationship will likely be the result. This is consistent 
with the observation that father-child relationships were more vulnerable to low marital 
satisfaction than mother-child relationships (See Cummings 8c O'Reilly, 1997, for 
review). This suggests that within the context of marital conflicts, the discrepancy 
between father-child relationship and mother-child relationship will likely intensify. In 
fact, interparental conflicts were more prevalent in triangulated families (Kerig, 1995). 
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During the interview, many mothers admitted that they or their partners had tried to 
enlist the child's support and loyalty. These acts from parents may contribute f toher 
to the polarization of parent-child relationship. As only correlations among these 
variables were obtained from this study, further analysis, especially longitudinal 
research, is needed to clarify the direction of their inter-relationship and the cause and 
effect. 
Although a positive mother-child relationship may serve a protective function, 
the role of father in the family should not be overlooked. Fathers were consistently 
more involved in the discipline of their children (Ho, 1986). Deterioration in father-
child relationship may compromise father's supervision for the child, resulting in more 
undercontrolled behavior. 
Tmplication in Intervention for Children Exposed to Marital conflicts 
It was demonstrated in this study that the relationship between conflict exposure 
and children was not a direct one. As shown in a previous study, children ofbattered 
women formed heterogeneous group displaying different profiles on behavior problems 
and self-esteem (Hughes & Luke, 1998). The children in the present sample had all 
been exposed to some marital conflicts but the type of conflicts and the intensity of 
negative interaction varied. They showed a wide range ofbehavior problems, with 
some of them being relatively free ofbehavior problems and some of them being within 
the clinical range. As a result, it was necessary to have an individual assessment of 
each child regarding their level of maladjustment. At the same time, it had been 
shown in the present study that matemal adjustment was the major predictor of 
children's behavior problems. Hence, the assessment of mother's maladjustment 
constitutes an important part of the assessment process. Also, intervention targeting 
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on enhancing mothers' coping strategies and adjustment to the marital distress and 
marital conflicts seemed promising in this respect. The results also suggested that 
father-child and mother-child relationship may be affected within the context ofmarital 
conflicts in different ways. Hence, both father-child and mother-child relations have 
to be assessed. 
The results had important implication in the intervention on parent-child 
relationship. Less positive view of father-child relationship than mother-child 
relationship was observed in the present study. As discussed above, this discrepancy 
will likely further deteriorate with increasing marital conflicts. Intervention will be in 
need to break the vicious cycle and can be carried out in two directions. One is to 
strengthen the father-child relationship. The other one will target on reducing the 
blame children ascribed to fathers for marital conflicts 
T.imitation and Suggestions for Further Study 
Although some interesting findings were obtained in the present study, there are 
several limitations which necessitate caution when interpreting the results. First, the 
sample size in this study was rather small. Probably because of the sensitive nature of 
the topics studied and stringent recruitment criteria, only 30 mother-child dyads could 
be recruited during the data collection period. At the same time, there were large 
variability among these families regarding the frequency and extent of conflicts 
experience, parent-child relationship, matemal adjustment, as well as family 
demographics. Relatively large sample variance may render many of the analyses 
insignificant. Li addition, as a large number of analyses were performed on this small 
sample, there was increased likelihood that some of the significant results were obtained 
by chance, thus increasing the chance of type I error. On the other hand, the 
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distribution for some variables was rather skewed in this sample. For example, 
majority ofthe children attributed the conflicts to father while attribution to mother was 
relatively rare. A larger sample will be required to collect more variable responses and 
the group difference could be examined then. Moreover, no causal relationship could 
be concluded from the present study since it was cross-sectional and correlational in 
nature. Lastly, children's adjustment problems were rated solely by mothers as self-
report measures ofChild Behavior Checklist was not available for children with the 
specified age-range in this study. As discussed above, the report ofchildren's 
behavior problems might be affected by mothers' own level of distress. The use of 
multiple informants will likely provide a more reliable picture on children's adjustment 
problems. Despite the limitations discussed above, the results in the present study 
could be regarded as preliminary findings which suggest directions for future research. 
Future research may target on examining in more details the factors affecting 
children's attribution. Some had been suggested in the present studies, including 
content of the conflicts, general beliefs about the responsibility in inducing conflicts, 
parent-child relationship. Future research will be needed to study more specifically 
the relationship between these factors, as well as other variables, and children's 
attribution and the effect on adjustment. It has been shown that school-aged children 
attend to both the content and the emotion cues in their perception ofhostile exchange 
between adults (ShifQett-simpson 8c Cummings, 1996). Emotional tone of the 
conflicts would be another important variable helping children understand the 
significance and negativity of the conflicts. 
During the interview, many mothers reported that they or their partners had tried 
to enlist children's support and loyalty. Besides, some children intervened actively 
during parental conflicts. Being triangulated in martial conflicts is associated with 
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distress and maladaptive behavior in children (Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dombusch, 
1991; Johnston, Campbell, & Mayers, 1985). Children's involvement might be 
another important mediating variable. As the measure of children involvement and 
triangulation in this study was rather crude, more precise definition oftriangulation and 
more detailed measure of the frequency, type and extent of triangulation would clarify 
their relationship with adjustment. 
The mothers participating in this study had gone through some kind of 
intervention. Hence, their attribution and adjustment are likely to be different from 
those who had experienced significant marital conflicts but had not received counseling. 
It would be an interesting research question to examine the effects ofintervention on 
children's and mothers' adjustment, especially the changes in cognitive and emotional 
responses to the conflicts. 
With the small sample size, only correlations and simple regression were 
performed in the present study. Further studies will be needed to clarify the causal 
relationship among the variables. In particular, the proposed mechanism explaining 
the relationship between marital conflicts and deterioration in father-child need to be 
tested with longitudinal data. 
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Structured Interview Scheme for Children (English Translation) 
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Number of siblings 
Birth order: 
Academic performance 
(2) Interview Questions 
Please think of the most recent conflict episode which occurred between your parents 
within the past 6 months and answered the following questions according to this 
incident. 
- D i d you know that there had been marital conflicts? 
- Where were you when the conflict happened? 
- D i d you witness the incident? Or, did you leam about the incident from others? 
- D i d you know why did this conflict happen? 
� W a s it because of you or others? 
� W o u l d the cause continue to lead to parental conflicts in the future? 
~ Would the cause lead to other problems (except parental conflict)? 
- Who was wrong in this incident? 
- H a d you participated or been involved ？ 
Examples included: 
� f a t h e r or mother talked something bad about the other one in front of you 
� f a t h e r or mother pledged for loyalty 
� f a t h e r or mother scolded you when you tried to help one ofthem 
~ asked you not to talk with the other one 
~ asked you not to follow the other one's command 
� a s k e d you to do something with the aim to irritate the other one 
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Structured Interview Scheme for Mothers (English Translation) 
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(1) Background Information 
Age: Husband's age: 
Education level: Husband's education level: 
Occupation: Husband's occupation: 
Income: Husband's income: 
Age when you got married: 
You have been married for years 
Marrital status: 
Number of children: 
(2) Interview Questions 
Please think of the most recent conflict episode which occurred between you and 
your husband within the past 6 months and answered the following questions 
according to this incident. 
- When did this conflict happen? 
- D i d your child know this conflict? 
- D i d he witness the incident? Or, did he leam about the incident from others? 
- H a v e you explained to the child why did this conflict happen? 
- Why did this conflict happen? 
� W a s it because of you or others? 
~ Would the cause continue to lead to conflicts in the future? 
� W o u l d the cause lead to other problems (except the conflict with husband)? 
- Who was wrong in this incident? 
- Had your child participated or been involved ？ 
Examples included: 
~ you or your husband talked something bad about the other in front of the child 
� y o u or your husband pledged for loyalty 
� y o u or your husband scolded the child when he/she tried to help the other one 
� a s k e d the child not to talk with the other one 
� a s k e d the child not to follow the other one's command 
� a s k e d the child to do something with the aim to irritate the other one 
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